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HUNTER S. THOMPSON: MORALIST OR SECOND-RATE ACCOUNTANT 
Charles W. Seefeldt 
Many critics saw Hunter Thompson's work as little more than the 
ravings of a vicious misanthrope, and he was often written off as a drug-
crazed lunatic. But, as an examination of his work shows, Thompson was 
really concerned with what he saw as a growing amorality in America. He 
should be read as a moralist, not as a maniac. 
And, his effectiveness as ·a moralist ls largely determined by a 
unique style he developed--Gonzo. Thompson, himself, referred to this 
style as "bursts of madness and filigree," and it is, perhaps, this Gonzo 
style that brought critical attention to Thompson in the first place. In 
Its purest form, a Gonzo piece is the story of a journalist covering a 
fictional (as in Las Vegas) or non-fictional (as on the campaign trail) 
event. 
From the early days of the Free Speech Movement in Berkeley, he 
had chronicled the growth of the counter-culture. Thompson believed that 
these people, the Freaks as he called them, represented a massive search-
ing for a more moral, wore humane course for this country. In 1965, he 
quit his job as a reporter and dropped out at the same time the hippies 
began their chant of 11 tune in, turn on, and drop out". His first articles 
on the hippies, the nonstudent left, and the Hell's Angels reflected his 
sympathy for the plight of the counter-culture. 
Through Hell's Angels: and Terrible Saga, he showed 
the relevance of his outlaw stance. He wrote a book about a subject 
that could only be honestly covered from the inside. And, in that in-
stance, to be an insider required that the author be an outlaw. 
When the counter-culture became political, when the Hippies be-
came the Yippies (Youth International Party), Thompson also 
political. The Yippies' delight in the democratic process and its possi-
bilities was reflected in Thompson's unsuccessful bid for the office of 
Sheriff in Aspen, Colorado. 
The loss of the flower child philosophy and the radicalization 
of the counter-culture were explained by Thompson's Fear and Loathing 
In Las '/egas: A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream. He 
showed that; to-the AmerTCan-D'ream itself had 
atrophied. The amorality of Americans In general was the cause of the 
alienation of the youth in the Sixties. Because of the novel and his 
exposure In Rolling Stone magazine, Thompson emerged as one of the 
spokesmen of the counter-culture. 
i i I 
He had been a cult hero to the readers of Rolling Stone from the 
early Seventies, and Fear and Loathing: Campaign Trail 11!:_ 
established him nationally as the counter-culture's spy in the straight 
world. But, by 1972, the counter-culture had begun to crumble and dis-
appear. The 11 doomfreaks 11 he had feared had begun to take over. 
Thompson's constituency was dwindling. Eventually, Thompson himself 
began to sense the futility of hoping for a political revolution to 
straighten America out. 
Though the Watergate debacle buoyed his spirits briefly, it turned 
out to be the counter-culture's last battle with the forces of evil and 
fascism in America. When the last demon of the Sixties had been exorcised, 
the counter-culture quietly died. Thompson's career died with them. He 
no longer believed that America could be wrenched from its disastrous 
course. He saw Nixon's demise as a defeat for the forces of fascism in 
America, but he also believed that fascism had become so deeply ingrained 
in the United States that even Nixon's exorcism couldn't relieve it. 
In 1 ight of this, Thompson's endorsement of Jimmy Carter for 
President was no surprise. He believed that Carter was a decent man and 
that America could do much worse than elect him president. Essentially, 
' that endorsement was the logical outcome of his entire career. 
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LOSERS AND MISFITS 
Had Hunter Thompson been born one hundred years earlier, he would 
have gained the wrath of society by defending the American Indian against 
the viscious excesses of expansionism. Had he been born in ancient Rome, 
he would have ranted and railed against the Injustices suffered by the 
Christians. Had he lived in Nazi Germany, he would have attacked the 
genocidal pollcias of the Hitler regime. As It was, Thompson was born In 
Kentucky in 1938 and spent the best part of his career defending the 
rights of Americans to be abnormal. He ls an inveterate underdog-defender. 
In fact, Hunter Thompson's early work determines the rest of his literary 
career. Through articles in The Nation and the New York Times Magazine, 
he exhibited a definite taste for dealing with groups that had been 
shunned by society (the Hell's Angels), had alienated society politically 
(the non-student left), or had defined themselves as being outside society 
(the hippies). 
His penchant for outlaws was obvious. Even though he didn't 
always endorse the actions of these groups, as in the case of the Hell's 
Angels, he tended to show an empathy for their alienation. He realized 
that more often than not, societal losers and misfits were not miscreants 
through choice; they were forced into their roles by economic or politi-
cal forces generally outside their control. And despite appearances, all 
these groups were forced into their positions (or predicaments) for 
basically moral reasons. The Hell's Angels, because of their twisted 
(though not totally un-American) value structure, were forced to live 
outside traditional society. The non-student left was forced Into its 
anti-capitalist stance because of moral indignation about the excesses 
of capitalism. Finally, the hippies chose alienation as a reaction to 
the racist, warmongering stance of American society. 
Thus, Thompson defined his interest and his purpose for writing 
early on in his career as a free-lance writer. He was interested in the 
plight of those groups who had been left out of the "American Dream. 11 
His purpose for writing, then, was to illuminate the darker corners of 
the American scene, to bring the things that America preferred not to 
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see out Into the open and dissect them right before the face of the 
American public. This was not the kind of thing America or Americans 
cared to read about in the middle of the 1960's. and Thompson's inability 
to keep a job with a reputable magazine is enough to prove this. Thompson 
even said in an interview in New Times magazine that the thing that he had 
always been Interested in most of a 11 was, 11whatever happened to the 
American Dream? 111 And, his writings seemed to have as their purpose the 
idea that America needed to be reminded that her dream was more like a 
nightmare to some people in this country. Thompson seemed to be somewhat 
of a populist, politically. He believed that the American Dream belonged 
to all Americans as a right of birth and that no American should be 
denied or obstructed from getting his share of the American pie purely 
because of his social, political, or religious stance. He believed that 
America had a moral responsibility to provide equality for all Americans. 
In the article he wrote on the non-student left for The Nation 
magazine, Thompson was described as a "free lance writer, now living in 
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San Francisco. 112 What better place for a social critic to be in 1965 than 
near the campus at Berkeley? Basically, this article Is Thompson's assault 
on the "Mulford law, 11 which was designed to keep 11nonstudents 11--outslders--
off campus. It was also an article of praise for the Free Speech Move-
ment. And, as usual, Thompson pointed up the idiocy that went Into the ,, 
conception of the Mulford law in the first place. He stated that "until 
recently there was no mention of nonstudents in campus politics, but at 
the beginning of the Free Speech rebellion President Kerr said 'non-
student elements were partly responsible for the demonstration. 1 Since 
then he has backed away from that stand, leaving it to the lawmakers. 
Even Its goats and enemies now admit that the FSM revolt was the work of 
actual students. 113 He went on to say that most of the students on the 
campus at Berkeley supported the goals of the Free Speech Movement, any-
way. Therefore, the law, even though It had been conceived in reaction 
to the revolt, was not designed to necessarily stop revolts; instead, it 
was a political attack on the element of society that tended to drop out 
of college. As Thompson said, it "is invariably the radicals, not the 
4 conservatives, who drop out of school." Thompson saw the Mulford law 
as an attack on political freedom, and, therefore, it was something not 
to be tolerated. He was morally obligated as an American to attack it. 
Thompson saw the nonstudent at Berkeley much differently than 
the proponents of the Mulford law must have. He stated that "the 
activist nonstudent is generally said to be superlor. 115 He saw the 
reason for the movement of such a student from campus to campus not as 
a communist plot, but that "many drift from one university to another, 
looking for the right program, the right professor, the right atmosphere, 
the right way to deal with the deplorable world they have suddenly grown 
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into. 116 Thompson also demonstrated his empathy for the plight of the non-
student when he stated, "How, then, are these bright mavericks to flt 
Into the super-bureaucracl es of government and big bus i ness? 117 He said 
that the nonstudents were like an "army of Holden Caulfields, looking for 
a home and beginning to suspect they may never find one. 118 Thompson 
developed a real feeling for the "mavericks" on the Berkeley campus. As 
would be the rule throughout his journalistic and literary career, 
Thompson defended the elements of American society that are excluded from 
the "American Dream. 11 
Even though he empathized with the Berkeley nonstudents, his 
major concern was with the society that enacted the Mulford law. He 
said that "the thinking that conceived lt is a strutting example of 
what the crisis ls all about. A society that will legislate Jn lgno-
ranee against Its unfulfilled children and its angry, half-desperate 
truth seekers is bound to be shaken as it goes about making a reality 
of mass education. 119 Thompson saw the crisis on the Berkeley campus as 
a race against time for the nonstudents, the angry half-desperate truth 
seekers. And as Thompson saw it, those people were the only ones who 
really had anything to lose. He believed that it took courage to drop 
out of the traditional power structure. He believed that if the revolu-
tion didn't come along soon, those people would be left along the way-
side, shattered hulks, a testament to repression and conservatism in the 
United States. 
In "The Motorcycle Gangs: Losers and Outsiders, 11 in The Nation 
magazine, Thompson once again pointed out something that he saw as an 
injustice. Thompson was compelled by the Idea that, by definition, if 
America was ever going to return to being the land of the "American 
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Dream, 11 she could not afford to deny her graces of her citizens. 
Thompson perceived that the Hell's Angels were being treated unfairly by 
both the press and the government. And Thompson believed that this situa-
tion was doing more to hurt the citizens of California than to help them. 
In this article, Thompson created what seemed to be a great de-
fense of the Hell's Angels. Naturally, this seemed to be a travesty, the 
kind of trick one would expect to find from one of the Mafia's slickest 
attornies. But, this situation was not the case. Neither was it true 
that Thompson was merely a bleeding heart liberal who was raising the 
questions he was raising as a matter of principle and not being socially 
aware enough to know that his arguments in defense of the Hell's Angels 
could endanger the health or well being of the citizens of California (or 
elsewhere). Rather, Thompson was trying to point out a convoluted kind 
of American logic that was potentially harmful to all the people who 
thought of the Hell's Angels as something dangerous. 
That Thompson himself had no admiration for the Hell's Angels was 
patently obvious. He refers to them as "ignorant young thugs, ••• un-
educated, unskilled ••• and most have no credentials except a police 
record. 1110 Thompson saw them as a group of losers, but because they were 
losers, they deserved at least some kind of pity or consideration, even 
though Thompson saw nothing at all redeeming about them. What he was 
attempting to say was that the problem was not the Hell's Angels them-
selves; it was "the millions of losers and outsiders who don't wear any 
colors. 1111 And once again, the real problem lay in the sad misdirection 
of both the press and the government (Senator Fred S. Farr of Monterey 
County and California Attorney General Thomas C. Lynch in particular). 
It seemed that after an alleged "gang rape" In Seaside, California, 
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Senator Farr raised such a ruckus that it prompted the Attorney General 
to research and Issue a fifteen page report on the Hell's Angels and 
"others of their llk. 1112 The national press then jumped into the picture 
and gave Its public a more interesting condensation of the 11 information 11 
gathered by the Attorney General. Even such prestigious journals as 
Time magazine, according to Thompson, "leaped into the fray with a flurry 
of blood, booze and semen-flecked wordage that amounted, in the end, to 
a classic of superchanged hokum: 'Drug induced ••• no act is 
too degrading •••• swap girls, drugs and motorcycles with equal abandon 
• stealing forays 
sordid behavior •••• 11 113 
then ride off again to seek some new nadir in 
Thompson pointed out that the attorney general's statistics them-
selves proved that his report was little more than over-reaction and 
hysteria. He showed that crime statistics for all citizens in California 
were sharply increasing In the middle sixties, and that for all the 
members of the Hell 1s Angels for all the years they had been mentioned 
in police reports, there were convictions for 151 felonies, and these 
were primarily for vehicle theft, burglary and assault. Against the 
background of a state in which in one year alone there were 1 ,116 homo-
cides, 12,448 aggravated assaults, 6,257 sex offenses, and 24,532 bur-
glaries, Thompson wondered, 11wou-ld it make any difference to the safety 
and peace of mind of the average Californian if every motorcycle outlaw 
in the state • were garroted within twenty-four hours? 1114 
No, this article was not some slick, irresponsible defense of 
the Hel 1 's Angels; it was Hunter Thompson trying to warn society that the 
Hell's Angels were only the highly visible portion of a huge army of 
malcontents. He said that 11the unnerving truth [Is] that they represent, 
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In colorful microcosm, what ls quietly and anonymously growing all around 
us every day of the week- 111 5 
Finally, in 11The 1 Hashbury 1 Is the Capital of the Hipples, 11 
Thompson came to the defense of another group that was being persecuted 
for nothing more than its outlaw stance. All the components of the San 
Francisco 11establishment11 were definitely of the opinion that the hippies 
were of no value, and, therefore, had no right to exist. San Francisco 
Police Chief Tom Cahill had said, 11Hippies are no asset to the community. 
These people do not have the courage to face the reality of life. They 
are trying to escape. Nobody should Jet their young children take part 
in this hippy thlng. 1116 Again, Thompson saw American society setting up 
to do battle with its children. 
Thompson described Haight-Ashbury in its pre-hippie days as 11a 
drab, working-class district, slowly filling with Negroes and so plagued 
by crime and violence that residents formed vigilante patrols. House-
wives were mugged on the way to the grocery store, teenagers were slashed 
and stomped in gang rumbles, and every drunk on Haight Street was fair 
game for local jack-rollers. 1117 He went on to say that, "Now, with the 
coming of the drug culture, even the squarest of the neighborhood old-
timers say that the streets are safer than they have been for years ••• 
[and] and fact that the hippies and the squares have worked out such a 
peaceful coexistance seems to baffle the powers at City Hall •1118 It 
seemed then, that Chief Cahill 1 s statement that hippies were no asset 
to the community was basically erroneous if not pure bullshit. The 
hippies had cleaned up the streets of the Haight-Ashbury district much 
more effectively than Chief Cahill's police force had been able to. 
Cahill's indictment of the hippies seemed then to be nothing more than 
8 
social prejudice. To Thompson, the hippies were simply a group of harm-
less people trying to lead an alternate life and being persecuted for It, 
and he felt the need to defend them, In print, before the general public. 
Thompson saw the hippies as societal dropouts too, but he realized 
that they shunned society for other than purely hedonistic reasons. He 
believed that certain societal occurrences had caused them to leave the 
straight world. To him, the hippies were, for the most part, disillusioned 
political radicals who had been beaten into submission by the California 
elections of 1966. Before those elections, Thompson contended, there had 
been a kind of hippie-radical alliance that believed they had enough 
political leverage to "repudiate the 'right-wing warmonger' elements in 
Congress, but instead it was the 'liberal' Democrats who got stomped. 1119 
Thompson saw it as no surprise that the Haight-Ashbury scene developed 
suddenly in the winter of 1966-67. ''The hippies, 11 he said, ''who had 
never really believed they were the wave of the future anyway, saw the 
election returns as brutal confirmation of the futility of fighting the 
establishment on its own terms. 1120 Society had beaten the hippies 
soundly, and while they retired to the Hashbury "dope fortress" to lick 
their wounds, society's generals continued to attack them with a genocidal 
ferocity. 
Nevertheless, Thompson believed that the hippies would endure. 
He still believed that America was just and tolerant and that such savage 
attacks as the hippies were sustaining would only serve to bring closet 
hippies out of hiding. He said that, "There is no shortage of documenta-
tlon for the thesis that the current Haight-Ashbury scene is only the 
orgiastic tip of a great psychedelic Iceberg that is already drifting in 
21 the sea lanes of the Great Society. 11 And that, once again, the savage 
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reactionary pose of American society was only dictated by the repression-
lstlc government and Inflated by an irresponslble ·Amerlcan press which 
had abrogated its responsibility by not exposing the persecution of the 
hippies. Society had forced the hippies into becoming outlaws. They 
were the "young lotus-eaters, the barefoot mystics and hairy freaks of 
the Haight-Ashbury--all those primitive Christians, peaceful nay-sayers 
and half-deluded 'flower children' who refuse to participate In a society 
which looks to them like a mean, calculated and soul-destroying hoax. 1122 
And by 1967, American society had begun to look much the same to Hunter 
Thompson. 
In the three articles discussed above, Hunter Thompson had begun 
to veiw American society somewhat suspiciously. But, at this point, it 
seems that he still considered Americans as basically good but generally 
deluded by the government and by the establishment propaganda pandered 
by the "legitimate" press. 
Thompson had become a part of each of the outlaw groups he had 
covered. (He was definitely a part of the Free Speech Movement at 
Berkeley in 1965; he eventually spent a year riding with the Hell's 
Angels; and, as evidenced by his later works, he knew quite well what 
the drug/hippie scene was all about.) He learned about the things he 
covered from the inside out. He believed that if he could only point 
out the inadequacies in the system, America would take steps to protect 
the rights of even its lowliest members. 
Thompson was trying to objectively treat subjects that had been 
torn apart by the subjective reporting of the legitimate press. All the 
evidence he had collected showed him that the things America had been 
reading over morning coffee were actually gross distortions of the 
actual facts. He saw that the hippie/commie/biker scene was actually a 
small, relatively innocuous phenomenon that those in power had decided 
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to exploit to divert America's attention from its real problems. He was 
presenting to America the real facts. He was trying to tell us that if 
we wanted to cure society's ills, the answer was not to crush the hippies, 
or to throw all the Hell's Angels into the deepest dungeons. Thompson 
realized that the hippies et al. were not the problem; they were merely 
the symptoms of a much deeper, deadlier moral cancer that was eating 
away at America. 
Nevertheless, the seeds of Gonzo journalism had already begun to 
show through in Thompson's writing. In fact, he saw that the answer to 
the problem created by the press was to really live the life of those 
groups he was trying to cover. He was advocating a kind of investigative 
journalism that reporters then seemed unable to practice. He knew that 
the reason all the non-facts were being reported in the national presses 
was that the reporters of the mid-sixties were actually afraid to get 
inside the stories that they were writing (in fact, some of the reporters 
had been deceived by their own lies to such a point they had developed a 
slanted perspective that make it nearly impossible for them to be objec-
tive at all). 
In 11The 1 Hashbu ry 1 Is the Cap I ta 1 of the Hi pp i es, 11 Thompson 
exhibits the basic seed of Gonzolsm. He knew that "In normal circum-
stances, the mushrooming popularity of psychedelics would be a main 
factor in any article on hippies. But the vicious excesses of our 
drug laws make it impossible or at least inhuman to document the 
larger story. A journalist dealing with heads is caught in a strange 
dilemma. The only way to write honestly about the scene is to be part 
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of tt. If there ts one qutck truism about psychedelic drugs, It ls that 
anyone who tries to wrlte about them without firsthand experience is a 
fool or a fraud. 1123 Thompson felt that he had to write honestly and to 
do so he had to be a part of whatever it was he was writing about. The 
reason that he even mentions it in this article is that for the first 
time it was against the law for him to cover a story the way he felt It 
had to be covered. 
Gonzoism was beginning to bloom in Thompson's head. He was still 
struggling to pay his rent by being a journalist, but he knew that 
journalists in the traditional sense were nothing more than panderers of 
whatever obscenity the "establishment" decided to foist on the Amerlcan 
public. Thompson couldn't bring himself to live that way. Instead, he 
became an outlaw, an outlaw journalist. He was the Robin Hood of 
journalists; he intended to steal the truth from the rich and powerful 
and give it to the poor. Thus, the stage was set for him to find out 
what It meant to be a Hell's Angel and ride "like Genghis Khan on an 
iron horse, a monster steed with a fiery anus, flat out through the eye 
of a beer can and up your daughter's leg with no quarter asked and none 
• ,,24 given. 
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Chapter II 
HELL'S ANGELS: FEAR AND LOATHING IN CALIFORNIA? 
The time had come for Thompson to write his own book. He was 
tired of having to write to please an audience that he couldn't identify 
with and of using a medium (the establishment press) that he didn't 
approve of. He had also hit upon a subject that he realized had been 
mishandled by everyone who had dealt with It previously. The Hell's 
Angels afforded him an opportunity to kill the proverbial two birds with 
one stone. First, he could lash out at the real abomination In the 
Hell's Angels saga--the establishment press; second, he could actually 
get inside this story and cover it the way he felt that a story should 
be covered. 
After his article on the Hell's Angels appeared in The Nation, 
he was deluged with offers to write a book about them. Would he write 
a book about the Angels? "Shlt, 11 he said, 11at that point I would have 
written the definitive text on hammerhead sharks for the money--and 
spent a year in the water with them. 112 Even though Thompson said that 
his reason for writing about the Angels was money, 3 it seems that once 
he got started he had something terribly important to say. He didn't 
just go out and write another rape and terror screed about the Hell's 
Angels (which would have been perfectly palatable to the reading public 
in America in 1967); he went out and wrote a thoughtful book about "the 
Hell's Angels problem." That is, he wrote a book that told the story 
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of the Hell's Angels without becoming hysterical, and he exposed the fact 
that the establishment press could be wrong and not necessarily acciden-
tally so. He had a moral obligation to do so. 
He also had an obligation to his craft. When he got his $1,500 
advance for the book, he 11went out and bought the fastest bike ever 
tested by Hot Rod magazine: A BSA 650 1 ightning. I thought, 'If I'm 
gonna ride with these fuckers, I want the fastest bike known to man. 1113 
Thompson knew that If he was going to write about the Hell's Angels, he 
had to become as close to actually being a Hell's Angel as he could with-
out compromising himself. But Thompson required himself to draw the line 
concerning his involvement with the Angels. Even though some of the 
Angels had asked him to become a member, he felt that he had to refuse. 
11 1 told them right away I was a writer, I was doing a book and that was 
it. If I 1 d joined, I wouldn't have been able to write about them honestly, 
because they have this 'brothers' thing. 114 The ''join up 11 situation pre-
sents an interesting paradox in the character of Hunter Thompson. 
Thompson's search for gonzo had, early on, come into conflict with his 
morality about not breaking his word if it had been given in earnest. 
Gonzo told him to join, morality told him he mustn't. Thompson chose 
not to join. His word was more important than his craft. So, even 
though Thompson had to get inside this story to do it properly, he knew 
he couldn't allow himself to actually become a Hell's Angel because of 
the Angels' bylaws. One mustn't write uncomplimentary things about one's 
"brother •11 
Hell's Angel's is the first Thompson work in which he actually 
describes his subject matter from the inside. In his previous articles 
on the hippies, the non-student left, etc., he resembled the traditional 
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journalists. He decried the injustices suffered by his subjects, but he 
generally described their gut reaction to these events in the past tense 
or third person. But, this time Thompson actually took part in the 
action of the story. He had a bike. He drank like an Angel. He talked 
like an Angel. He went on 11 runs 11 like an Angel. He even had the same 
mental twist as an Angel (11we found a common ground, as it were • 
Crazies always recognize each other. Melville said It, in a slightly 
different context: 'Genius all over the world stands hand in hand, and 
one shock of recognition runs the whole circle round.' Of course, we're 
not talking about genius here, we're talking about crazies--but it's 
essentially the same thing. 114). So what Thompson did was this: He saw 
things through the eyes of the Hell's Angels, and for the first time the 
public had an account of what they looked like to the Hell's Angels. 
Thompson's book thus turned into a uniquely upside-down account of 
American society. 
The early chapters of Hell's Angels tell essentially the same 
story as was told in "The Motorcycle Gangs: Losers and Outsiders," only 
develops it more fully. That the book seems to read much more smoothly 
than the article tends to cause the reader to wonder whether this wasn't 
the original copy of the article and that what appeared in The Nation 
was the editor's toned down version of the same. In any case, he did 
write his book about the Hell's Angels and it was, at the time of Its 
publication, one of the only objective (a horrible W'Ord to use in con-
junction with Hunter Thompson, but nevertheless ••• ) works on the 
Hell's Angels. The Chicago Tribune called it "superb and terrifying. 115 
The New Yorker magazine said that this book was a "thoughtful piece of 
work, 11 and that Thompson had not been "gulled by their [the Hell's 
Angels] self conscious shock tactics or the mountebank obscenities they 
practice in publ ic. 116 Thompson had not been fooled 1 ike the other re-
spected journalishs who had written about the Hell's Angels. 
Ironically, and perhaps somewhat suspiciously, what everybody 
missed and what the newspapers and reviewers tended to ignore was that 
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although Hell's Angels: A Strange and Terrible Saga was about the Hell's 
Angels, the purpose of the book was something quite different. Thompson 
was trying to prove that the "Hell 1s Angels as they exist today were 
virtually created by Time, Newsweek and The New York Tlmes. 117 But even 
more important than that, he states that the "purpose of this harangue 
is not to nail any one newspaper or magazine--but to point out the 
potentially massive effect of any storywhosebasic structure is endorsed 
and disseminated not only by Time and Newsweek, but by the hyperpresti-
gious New York Times. 118 In a sense, he was trying, through this book, 
to demonstrate to both the public and the establishment press the awe-
some power of the press--even when it was wrong. 
Specifically, Thompson took umbrage toward an article that 
appeared In the New York Times. This article evidenced far less journal-
lstic integrity than is usually attributed to that newspaper. He knew 
that the article they had printed had been culled from the California 
Attorney General's report on the Angels and that that report was mostly 
fiction and distortion. He knew that the editors of the Times knew it 
too. 11 But, 11 he wrote: 
The Times ls neither written nor edited by fools, and anyone 
who has ever worked on a newspaper for more than two months 
knows how technical safeguards can be built into even the 
wildest story, without fear of losing reader impact. What 
they amount to, basically, is the art of printing a story 
without taking legal responsibility for it. The word 'alleged' 
ls a key to this art. Other keys are 'so-and-so said' (or 
1claimed 1 ), 'It was reported' and •according to. 1 In four-
teen short newspaper paragraphs, the times story contained 
nfne of these qualifiers •••. The result was a piece of 
slothful, emotionally biased journalism, a bad hack job that 
wouldn't have raised an eyebrow or stirred a ripple had it 
appeared In most American newspapers ••• but the Times Is 
a heavyweight even when it's wrong, and the effect of this 
article was to put the seal of respectability on a story 
that was, in fact, a hysterical, politically motivated 
accldent.9 
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As far as Thompson was concerned, the thing that most bothered him about 
the Times coverage of the Hell •s Angels was that they didn't know what 
they were talking about. No one at the Times had bothered to find out 
what was actually going on with the Angels. The New York Times had been 
used by some third-rate state legislators from California. Obviously, 
this situation was the perfect one for the Gonzo journalist. Someone had 
to get inside the Angels and tell their real story--the American public 
had a right to know what was really going on. And, Hunter Thompson was 
just the man for the job. 
Thompson's description of the Hell's Angels 11 run 11 to Bass Lake, 
California, for a Fourth of July gathering in 1965 shows that the Hell's 
Angels weren't the only outrage to the public decency in California that 
summer. Bass Lake, when it heard that the Angels were planning a sojourn 
there, became an armed camp. The citizen's sense of propriety was ruffled 
by the thought of all that semen-soaked vermin in their presence. They 
were only held in tow by their traditional fear of authority. They knew 
they were supposed to let the authorities take care of the situation, 
although they were sure the Bass Lake police were absolutely no match 
for the world famous Hell's Angels. To say the least, the situation was 
ugly even before the Angels began to arrive. The Angels were stopped on 
the outskirts of Bass Lake and told they wouldn't be allowed to enter--
................................ ____________________________ 
instead they were given a campsite outside of town, at Willow Cove, and 
told to stay there. 
The battle Jines had been drawn and the citizenry of Bass Lake 
was as ugly as the swelling morass of outlaws gathering at Willow Cove. 
Thompson described the people of Bass Lake as "hill people11--different 
from the 11 f1at1ands people" of Hollister or Porterville (towns that had 
previously been 11 terrorized 11 by the Hell 1s Angels). Thompson knew that 
"if the old Appalachian pattern held, these people would be much slower 
to anger or panic, but absolutely without reason or mercy once the fat 
was in the fire. Like the Angels, they would tend to fall back In an 
emergency on their own native sense of justice--which bears only a 
primitive resemblance to anything written in law books. 1110 And, like 
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the Angels, Thompson knew that these people would be quick "to retaliate 
In kind at the first evidence of physical insult or abuse. 1111 
The fact is, the people of Bass Lake were aching to do battle 
with the Angels. One of the local merchants had even hired gunmen to 
protect his property. Thompson described the situation this way: 
The merchant Williams had hired a few private gunmen to 
protect his lakefront investment; the rest were volunteer 
toughs who'd been waiting all day for a fight with a bunch 
of hairy city boys who wore chains for belts and stank of 
human grease. I remembered the mood of the Angels up on 
the mountain [at Willow Cove] and I expected at any moment 
to hear the first of the bikes coming down the hill into 
town. The scene had all the makings of a king-hell brawl, 
and except for the pistols [carried by the townspeople] it 
looked pretty even.12 
Thompson was stopped by a "burr-haired honcho1113 who wanted his identifl-
cation. He produced his press credentials and asked the man why he was 
carrying such a large pistol in his belt. '"You know why, 1 he said. 
'The first one of these sonsofbitches that gives me any lip I'm gonna 
................ ____________________________ ....:. .. 
shoot right in the belly. 
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14 That's the only language they understand. 111 
It pretty much seemed that at Bass Lake the citizens were only distin-
gulshable from the Angels by their outward appearances, Their states 
of mind were almost exactly the same. 
This perspective is probably the single most important aspect 
of Hell's Angels: A Strange and Terrible Saga. The fact that Thompson 
was identified as one of the Angels' crowd, if not one of the Angels, 
gave him the opportunity to feel the feelings the Angels experienced 
while they were on their "runs. 11 By the same token, Thompson's early 
gonzo journalism gives the reader the opportunity to feel both sides of 
the event. To the Hell 1 s Angels, it must have been just as frightening 
to see the armed and dangerous local citizenry of Bass Lake as it was 
repulsive to the citizens to see the Hell 1 s Angels, the dregs of human-
ity, rolling and lurching down their main street. 
Thompson has no side to take in Hell's Angels. The situation he 
finds himself in at Bass Lake is a rather unique one for Hunter Thompson. 
There is fear all around him. He finds the Angels frightening--he finds 
the citizens of Bass Lake frightening. But, amazingly enough, there is 
very little loathing on Thompson's part at Bass Lake. The Angels really 
had little to do with their predicament--they were only "ignorant young 
thugs1115 who had suddenly become America's favorite anti-heroes. And, 
the people of Bass Lake had every right to be scared absolutely shit less 
at the thought of having those rapacious baboons invade their little 
village. Both sides in this situation have decent rationalizations for 
their sickening behavior. Who, then, ts there to loathe? 
The establishment media--that's who. This real life situation 
had been conjured up by such journals as the New York Times in the name 
of selling papers. The Hell's A_ngels were neither as exotic (as the 
Angels themselves chose to believe) nor as dangerous (as the people of 
Bass Lake chose to believe) as they were reputed to be the national 
press. People were about to be needlessly beaten and possibly even 
killed because the editors of the Times needed something to attract 
reader Interest. 
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Uncharacteristically, Thompson lets us all down in Hell's Angels. 
After his early chapter invectives against the establishment press, he 
refers to the press only in passing. He lapses into a kind of traditional 
journalism and chronicles the events of his year-long association with 
the Angels. He seems to forget altogether whose fault all of this really 
is. This book contains a large dose of Fear and only a minimal amount of 
Loathing. The reader is left to develop his own sense of Loathing and 
thereby Hell 1s Angels lacks most of the punch of such subsequent works 
as Fear and Las Vegas or "Fear and Loathing In Limbo. 11 In 
Thompson's later writing, the division between good and evil--just and 
unjust is always clear. In "Fear and Loathing in Limbo, 11 the reader 
never wonders who the real villain is--there is no mistaking from the 
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Chapter 111 
THOMPSON'S ASSOCIATION WITH ROLLING STONE 
In the years between Hell's Angels and Fear and Loathing_!._!!_ Las 
Vegas three important ideas developed. Thompson's concept of the degen-
eration of American morality became evident shortly after Hell's Angels, 
and perhaps in part because of it. The Idea that American democracy was 
basically sound was apparent at the beginning of his interest in politics. 
And finally, Thompson's ethnicity surfaced shortly after he went to work 
at Rolling Stone. 
Thanks to Scanlon's Monthly and especially to Rolling Stone, 
Gonzo grew and flourished. Thompson wrote an article for Scanlon's 
Monthly entitled "The Kentucky Derby is Decadent and Depraved" which 
proved Important to Thompson's career in two ways. First, it was the 
article that Thompson claims Gonzo Journalism grew from. 1 Even though 
the elements of Gonzo had been surfacing throughout Thompson's career, 
this article ls the one that made it evident to Thompson that his style 
was unique and saleable. He was amazed at the reaction it received 
from the public and his peers. He had been under tremendous pressure 
to finish this article by the deadline and hadn't had enough time to re-
write it, so he merely sent his notebooks to the publisher. He was 
reasonably certain that his career as a journalist would be over after 
that stunt. Needless to say he was dazed and delighted at the favorable 
reaction it received. 
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The reaction to "The Kentucky Derby" marks a turning point in 
Thompson's career. His style was suddenly worthwhile. He could write 
things his way and be taken seriously. His reaction to the rave reviews 
was, "Holy shit, if I can write like this and get away with it, why 
should I keep trying to write like The New York Times7 112 Thompson, 
through this article, became a real writer, a stylist. He no longer 
felt the need to tailor his style to fit some ideal sort of journalism. 
Suddenly he had become his own school of journalism. 
Thompson also began his association with British artist Ralph 
Steadman in connection with "The Kentucky Derby. 11 And, it was through 
this association that the reader (as well as Thompson himself) discovered 
an important point about Hunter Thompson. 
The Kentucky Derby was Hunter Thompson's turf. He had been to 
the Derby numerous times and he felt it his duty to help Londoner Ralph 
Steadman identify the truly American, truly representative sights. 
Steadman would then sketch these sights and include them in Thompson's 
article on the Derby. Thompson even had a certain face in mind for the 
lead drawing of the article. He saw it as, "A pretentious mix of booze, 
failed dreams and a terminal identity crisis. 113 And, to Thompson this 
face was a symbol "of the whole doomed atavistic culture that makes the 
Kentucky Derby what it is. 114 Thompson was looking for the thing that 
represented, that symbolized, the culture that gave birth to and sup-
ported this decadent and depraved Kentucky Derby. 
As the title of this article suggests, Thompson was not at all 
enamored with the Kentucky Derby. He saw the Derby as nothing more than 
a gathering of drunkards and social climbers. But it was through his 
careful scrutiny of the sights of the Derby for Steadman's benefit that 
he came to a startling revelation about himself. 
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Thompson eventually did find the face. "There he was, by God--a 
puffy, drink revaged, disease-ridden caricature like an awful 
cartoon version of an old snapshot in some once proud mother's family 
photo a 1 bum. It was the face we'd been 1 ook i ng for--and It was, of 
course, my own.' 15 This Hunter Thompson is that pretentious 
mix of booze, failed dreams, and terminal identity crisis, the awful 
cartoon in Mother America's family photo album. Thompson sees himself as 
representative of American culture. He identifies himself as an Insider 
in this instance because he realizes that no outsider would be able to 
comment on America and Americans the way an insider could. And, by 
establishing himself as representative of American culture, he becomes 
the yardstick by which we can measure ourselves. Because he is a truly 
typical American, the reader feels comfortable seeing things through his 
eyes. 
Thompson had been hurled, literally, into politics at the same 
time and in the same place that most of young America had--Chicago, 1968. 
His interest in politics was even evident In "The Kentucky Derby. 11 Early 
in the article he mentions that although the newspapers were filled with 
ugly war news, news of racial tensions, and news about the Derby, "There 
was no mention of any protest action at a small Ohio school called Kent 
State. 116 Thompson needed some place he could write about what he felt 
were the really relevant issues of the day. 
He found that place at Rolling Stone magazine. Rolling Stone 
was the grand staging area for Thompson's Gonzo Journalism. Even though 
Gonzo's elements had been rolling around inside Thompson's head since 
the middle sixties, and even though Thompson himself said that Gonzo had 
grown from "The Kentucky Derby Is Decadent and Depraved," It was In 
Rolling Stone that Gonzo really matured. Thompson was given charge of 
the National Affairs Desk at Rolling Stone and essentially he was Jn 
complete control of Rolling Stone's political coverage. Thompson said 
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in New Times magazine that, "Rolling Stone was the first place I had been 
where I could write exactly what I felt, 117 and, that is the very essence 
of Gonzo journalism--Thompson writing exactly what Thompson felt. 
Thompson's career at Rolling Stone began with 11The Battle of 
Aspen 11 in 1970. This was the perfect time for Thompson to begin his 
association with Rolling Stone. By his own admission he had just dis-
covered politics and here he had on his hands the political editorship 
of a national magazine, most of whose readers were only just discovering 
politics also. In 1970 Hunter Thompson was running for the office of 
Sheriff in Aspen, Colorado. He had been, one year previous, campaign 
manager for Joe Edwards' harrowingly close loss to the Republican candi-
date for the office of Mayor of Aspen, and the fever for political power 
and a chance to use the system against itself seemed to have overcome 
him. He thought it was imperative that he "get a grip on those who had 
somehow slipped into power and caused this thing to happen. 118 This 
"thing" being, specifically, the Police riot in Chicago in 1968 and, 
generally, the horrible moral condition of American politics. 
"The Battle of Aspen," is not really Gonzo Journalism. It lacks 
what Tom Wolfe cal led the "Cel ine-1 ike fantas ies119 of "The Kentucky 
Derby." It was, rather, a traditional journalistic coverage of a Gonzo 
political campaign. 
Aspen had become, at that time, a real-estate speculator's 
dream. Its natural beauty, Its proximity to skiing and ski resorts, 
in fact, the very saleability of its name for ski accessories had 
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increased property values astronomically. So as is only natural in a 
free enterprise society, there were certain people, not necessarily 
citizens of Aspen, who by virtue of their investable capital stood to 
make huge amounts of money creating shopping centers, apartment buildings, 
parking lots, and other such suburban monstrosities. Thompson used the 
moniker 11 1 and rapers" for these people. 
On the other hand, there were in Aspen, large numbers of young 
people who were also there because of its natural beauty and proximity 
to skiing. But, they lacked the immense capital necessary to turn Aspen 
into a suburb. In fact, these people had come to Aspen precisely to 
escape the suburban atmosphere that was threatening Aspen. These people 
came to see themselves as societal "freaks'' and with Thompson 1 s help, 
they formed the "Freak Power Party. 11 
Caught between these two opposing interests were the local, long-
term residents of Aspen. They, too, didn't relish the idea of newcomers 
turning their city into a cheap, plastic resort for big city types. And, 
though their property values had also increased, they didn 1 t especially 
care to give up their homes for a quick buck. It would only seem natural, 
then, for the Freaks to form an alliance with these locals and drive the 
landrapers out of Aspen. But, the Freaks refused to amend their stance 
to suit the old-fashioned sensib11 ities of the locals. In a flush of 
political Idealism the Freaks all but guaranteed the success of their 
opponents on election day. 
The Freaks decision not to court the vote of the locals is the 
essence of the Gonzoism in this campaign. The Freak Party was not about 
to compromise itself in any way, shape, or form. For the Freaks, right 
was right and wrong was wrong. There was no compromise. They were 
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right and they were out to show the world (and the world was watching 10) 
that there really was Freak political power. Thompson had jumped into 
politics with, as usual, both feet. 
Thompson's race for the office of Sheriff had about it all the 
characteristic craziness that has come to be associated with him. His 
platform Included such planks as ripping up all the asphalt in the 
streets of Aspen and planting sod, and changing the name "Aspen" to 
"Fat City11 to discourage the landrapers from marketing goods solely on 
the basis of the city's name. The beauty of the whole campaign was that 
there were almost enough Freaks to actually elect a Freak Power candi-
date. 
Though the whole idea of Hunter Thompson actually being elected 
Sheriff of Aspen seems rather frivolous--an exercise in futility--in 
1'The Battle of Aspen," Thompson makes an important discovery, one that 
would have a bearing on the rest of his career. He states that, "By 
the end of the Edwards campaign, I was convinced, despite my lifelong 
bias to the contrary, that the Law was actually on our [the Freaks] side. 
Not the cops, or the judges or the pol iticians--but the actual Law, it-
11 self, as printed in the dull and musty lawbooks. 11 He realized that 
the American democratic political system was just. That it was not the 
system that was corrupt, it was its practitioners. Societally speaking, 
he was an outsider, but legally he was an insider. He had isolated the 
cancer the made American politics as unjust and immoral as it was. 
Rolling Stone was the organ through which Thompson could spread 
his particular "madness" nationwide. The Gonzo style had become his 
signature, hazy though it still was at this point in its development. 
"Strange Rumblings In Aztlan," shows that in the early days at Rolling ................ ________________________________ 
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Stone Gonzo still hadn't been perfected. This article tells the story of 
the murder of Chicano T.V. newsman, Rueben Salazar, at the hands of the 
gabacho Los Angeles Police Force {he had half his head blown off by a 
tear gas missile), and the subsequent tensions that arose in the Chicano 
barrio in Los Angeles. This would seem the perfect story for Dr. Gonzo, 
but it wasn't. 
Thompson is out of his element in Aztlan. He found himself in 
somewhat the same situation he had encountered with the Hell's Angels. 
But this time there was no "shock of recognition." Thompson was an out-
sider, a crazy, but he wasn't a Chicano. To the Chicanos in the barrio, 
he was just another gabacho and that was all there was to it. This time 
Thompson found himself outside his subject matter. Naturally this was 
disastrous for Gonzo. 
And the article shows it. Although Gonzo's elements, in part, 
are present, the article lacks immediacy. The moments of present tense, 
or at least of first person action, are not only few and far between, 
they tend to be incidental to the major action of the story. Tom Wolfe 
describes Gonzo as 11a manic, highly adrenal, first-person style. 1112 
This slightly manic and mildly adrenal, but It is by no means 
first-person. 
This article misses because Thompson is unable to really bridge 
the gap between himself and the Chicanos. There are two reasons for 
that. First, Thompson tends to be more concerned with causes than 
effects. He realized that the race riots and other unpleasantries of 
that ilk weren't much more than effects of the miserable moral condition 
of the American system. As far as Thompson was concerned, the riots on 
Whittier Blvd. happened because of a white middle-class problem, 
30 
Chicano problem. And second, he failed to bridge the gap because he 
wasn't a Chicano. He had never experienced the Chicano existence, there-
fore, he couldn't really protray it with Gonzo. It was strictly an 
ethnic problem and, as such, couldn't be rectified. Thompson did a 
crackerjack job of reporting on this story, but Gonzo is more than just 
crackerjack reporting. 
Nevertheless, "Strange Rumblings in Aztlan11 seemed to have taught 
Thompson a lesson. It was the last time that he attempted to do any 
writing about ethnic groups other than his own. Thompson is basically 
an ethnic writer. He understands perfectly the ethos of the white middle 
classes. He knows middle-class people with his guts, and that's an 
absolutely essential of Gonzo. 
Even though none of these articles achieved "pure" Gonzo, they 
served a double purpose in Thompson's growth as both a moralist and 
Gonzo journalist. By seeing how each of these articles fell short, 
Thompson was able to refine the Gonzo style even further. And, Thompson 
learned some important things about himself and his culture. 
Thompson knew that something was dreadfully wrong with American 
culture. He saw it as diseased. He called it "doomed," and this 
prospect seemed to frighten him--especially since he saw himself as one 
of Its typical members. He also real I zed that the fault in American 
culture was not with basic system itself; it was with his own ethnic 
group. He had decided that Gonzo was the way to deal with this problem 
and that Dr. Gonzo was the man to do it. 
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Chapter IV 
DR. GONZO'S SAVAGE JOURNEY 
Fear and Loathing .!!!_Las Vegas is a celebration of outrage--and 
outrageousness. By this time in his career, Thompson was thoroughly 
aghast at the condition of America and the Amerlcans--his America and 
Americans. America had been corrupted by the Powers That Were in their 
attempt to become the Powers That Would Always Be. He had seen it 
happening in Aspen, in Monterey, in Louisville, even in Aztlan. The 
government, the press, the very citizenry itself seemed to have become 
perverted by greedheads and powerlusters. 
Shortly after his article on the Chicano dilemma appeared, 
Thompson hit on the idea that what was wrong with America stemmed from 
some shortcoming In the American ideology. Thompson had been to Chicago 
for the Democratic Convention where, he said, 11 1 'd • been beaten by 
vicious cops for no reason at all. I'd had a billy club rammed into my 
1 stomach and I'd seen Innocent people beaten senseless." In Aspen and 
In Aztlan Thompson had seen absolute ideological intolerance that, in 
the case of the Chicanos In the Los Angeles barrio, had resulted In 
armed suppression and murder. He had seen what were supposed to be the 
forces of justice and order Involved in actions that were blantantly 
fascist. Finally, in Louisville, he had witnessed the depths to which 
the American populace had sunk. Naturally, Thompson wondered what kind 
of breakdown had allowed things to reach such a point. 
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Thompson felt the need to discover what it was about the American 
culture that was responsible for this massive crumbling of morality. It 
was obvious to him that the problem was more than a political or economic 
one. In fact, American politics and the American economy were only 
symptoms of a much greater problem. Thompson felt that the problem lay 
deep within the American psyche, that it had to be a moral one. Even 
more than that, it had to be a breakdown in some basic area of the 
American philosophy. Something was wrong with the "American Dream." The 
Dream had become morally bankrupt. Greed and Power-lust had replaced 
humanitarian idealism as the basic motivating factor in American thinking. 
Thompson sympathized with the 11 Freaks 11 and with the protests and 
demonstrations of outrage that had peppered America In the late sixties 
and early seventies. But, he knew they meant little because they had 
been directed toward the various manifestations of amorality In America 
and not toward the basic amorality itself. He eventually saw the protest 
movement disintegrate and turn into burn-outs, Jesus freaks, fugitives, 
and sell-outs. Thompson's description of the state of America In "this 
foul year of Our Lord, 1971, 112 shows the despair he felt at the condi-
tion of his people: 11Tim Leary a prisoner of Eldridge Cleaver in Algeria, 
Bob Dylan clipping coupons in Greenwich Village, both Kennedys murdered 
by mutants, Owsley fo l ding napkins on Terminal Island, and finally 
Cassius/Ali belted incredibly off his pedestal by a human hamburger, a 
man on the verge of death. Joe Frazier, like Nixon, had finally pre-
vailed for reasons that people like me refused to understand--at least 
not out loud. 113 
Any why would Thompson be afraid to "understand" those reasons 
out loud? Probably because he felt it was too frightening, too painful 
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to even think about much less understand. Joe Frazier and Richard Nixon, 
a "human hamburger" and a "stupid little gunsel, 114 had become champions 
of their respective heavyweight divisions. He could feel his country 
going straight down the tubes. 
Finally, though, Thompson's investigative instincts could no 
longer be held in tow. He had to find out why. He had to find the 
American Dream and see what sort of beast it was that would allow events 
to reach the desperate, disgusting point they had. 
And so it was that Fear and Loathing.!.!!_ Las Vegas was initiated. 
Thompson sensed that the American Dream, in its new mutant variation, had 
been the villain in the destruction of the sixites, of the "Freaks" and 
everything they stood for. So, he sent Raoul Duke and his Samoan 
attorney, Dr. Gonzo, to Las Vegas "to cover the main story of our gener-
ation.115 
The reason Thompson chose Las Vegas as the setting for this 
novel is never explicitly stated. Supposedly, the novel grew out of a 
couple of failed magazine assignments in Las Vegas. But even more 
importantly, Thompson saw Las Vegas as "a society of armed masturbators, 116 
and he related the story of one of his neighbors, a Freak, "an out-front 
drlfter117 who had been jailed, terrorized, and eventually robbed in Las 
Vegas. Perhaps then, because he. saw the American Dream as responsible 
for the defeat of the forces of goodness in the sixites, and because he 
knew that Las Vegas was totally incompatible with the goals of the 
sixties' movements, he felt that one place where that Dream could be 
located would be in Las Vegas. 
In fact, Raoul Duke's instant incompatability with Las Vegas is 
demonstrated his first day there: 
We will close the drapes tonight. A thing like that 
could send a drug person careening around the room like a 
ping-pong ball. Hallucinations are bad enough. But after 
a while you learn to cope with things like seeing your dead 
grand-mother crawling up your leg with a knife in her teeth. 
Most acid fanciers can handle this sort of thing. 
But nobody can handle that other trip--the possibility 
that any freak with $1.98 can walk into the Circus-Circus 
and suddenly appear in the sky over downtown Las Vegas twelve 
times the size of God, howling anything that corres into his 
head. No, this is not a good gown for psychedelic drugs. 
Reality itself ls too twisted. 
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To Thompson there seemed no better place in Las Vegas to seek the 
American Dream than at Circus-Circus. The story behind its creation 
seemed perfect. The man who owned Circus-Circus had "always wanted to 
run away and join the circus when he was a kid. 119 New, through god-only-
knows-what kind of machinations, that same kid owned his own circus, or 
as Thompso!"l puts it, "Now the bastard has circus, and a 1 lcense 
to steal too. 1110 Thompson saw the entire story as "pure Horatio Alger. 1111 
Thompson saw the Circus-Circus itself as the whole hep 
world would be doing on Saturday night if the Nazis had won the war. 
This is the Sixth Reich. 1112 And, the really frightening part was that 
Circus-Circus was pretty much what America did want to be doing on 
Saturday night. Thompson had found the "main nerve1113 of the American 
Dream. It v1as apparent then why the humanitarian goals of the counter-
culture could never have been realized in twentieth-century America. 
There, at Circus-Circus, was the basis of American culture, the motivat-
ing factor in the American way of life. 
Thompson's eventual physical description of the American Dream 
is far from unexpected after the view he presents the reader of Its 
11main nerve, 11 Its working principal. In Chapter Nine, entitled "Break-
down on Paradise Blvd., 11 Raoul Duke and his Samoan attorney continued 
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their search for the American Dream. Even though they had been to its 
very vortex at Circus-Circus, they still hadn 1 t managed to actually see 
the dream Itself. To achieve this they headed toward the outskirts of 
Las Vegas and eventually wound up at Terry 1 s Taco Stand, U.S.A., In 
Boulder City--just to the Northeast of Las Vegas. There, they inquired 
whether or not the waitress might know where they could find the American 
Dream. The waitress had no idea, but Lou the cook, an old-timer, told 
them that it must be "the Old Psychiatrists Club, but the only people who 
hang out there is a bunch of pushers, peddlers, uppers and downers, and 
14 all that stuff. 11 Naturally, Duke and Dr. Gonzo had an impossible time 
getting the directions straight, but they "finally located what was left 
of the 'Old Psychiatrists Club, 11115 or, as Thompson saw it, the America 
Dream. The American Dream was, 11a huge slab of cracked, scorched con-
crete in a vacant lot full of tall weeds. The owner of a gas station 
across the road said the place had 'burned down about three years ago. 11116 
The Dream had become a shattered, burned-out hulk in a 
vacant lot. Burned down three years before--sometime in 1968, around 
the time of the Democratic Convention in Chicago. 
This is Thompson's most searing moral indictment of America. 
He tells the reader that since the defeat of the counter-culture at 
the Democratic Convention, America had become a decayed crumbling shell 
of its former self, a center of greed and perversion, a place where 
only pushers and peddlers would 11 hang out11 anymore. 
This, then, is Thompson 1 s view of America, distilled from all 
his observations in .Monterey, Aspen, Louisville, Aztlan, and finally, 
in Las Vegas. After Fear and Las Vegas, he became a bitter 
social critic. He no longer saw any hope for the American system as he 
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had in Aspen. Even though the laws In "the dull and musty lawbooks111 7 
remained on his side, the corruption of American morals was so thorough 
that the laws themselves tended to be rather beside the point. 
Although the basic purpose of Fear and Loathing_!_!!. Las Vegas is 
to expose the moral impoverishment of the American Dream, the novel serves 
another purpose In Thompson's career. Fear and Las Vegas 
marks the honing of gonzo journalism into its purest form. With typical 
manic craziness, Thompson describes Duke's journey to Las Vegas: "Free 
Enterprise. The American Dream. Horatio Alger gone mad on drugs in Las 
Vegas. Do it now: Pure Gonzo journal ism. 1118 Not only is Fear and 
Loathing_!_!!. Las Vegas a celebration of outrage, it's a celebration of 
Gonzo--Pure Gonzo. 
It Is in Fear and Vegas that the distinction 
between gonzo journalism and Pure Gonzo becomes evident. Pure Gonzo ts 
gonzo journalism, but not all gonzo journalism is Pure Gonzo because 
Pure Gonzo is fiction--entirely. Gonzo journalism is a journalistic 
device used by a writer to cover an historical event. Pure Gonzo is 
something else entirely. Pure Gonzo is a style--the Thompson style--
and as such is suited to both journalism and to fiction. But, only 
when Thompson is in charge of both the coverage and the events can 
gonzo journalism achieve Gonzo Purity. 
That Fear and Loathing Vegas is fiction Is undoubtedly 
the case. Not only are the events almost too contrived to believe, but 
for the first and only time In any of his major articles, Thompson him-
self is not the main character, the 11 111 in the article. He is repre-
sented in Las Vegas by two characters--Raoul Duke (New Times magazine 
cal led him "a character Thompson invented for the purpose of saying 
things that Thompson thought ought to be said, but found no one who had 
safd them1119) and Dr. Gonzo. 
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Of course, Thompson probably did go to Las Vegas and he probably 
was accompanied by someone who later became his Samoan attorney (presum-
ably Ralph Steadman, about whom Thompson has written, "He gives me a 
perspective that I wouldn't normally have because he is shocked at the 
things I tend to take for granted •1120). But to say the facts make Fear 
and Loathing.!.!!_ Las Vegas a journalistic piece is silly. If one were to 
contend that, he would also be required to contend that The Sun Also 
Rises is journalism because Hemingway had been to Spain. Or, that Moby 
Dick was journalism because Melville had gone fishing shortly before he 
started writing it. Obviously, if Fear and Loathing .!.E_ Las Vegas ls not 
fiction, nothing ls fiction except, perhaps The Lord of the Rings, and 
then only if Tolkien didn 1 t know any dwarfs. 
James Green fn his article, 11 Gonzo," calls Fear and Loathing.!.!!. 
Las Vegas, "The methodical extension1121 of gonzo journalism and lumps it 
together with "Fear and Loathing In Limbo: The Scum Also Rises" and 
11The Temptations of Jean-Claude Killy. 11 He says that "These pieces 
expand the notion of strict participatory noting and deliver Thompson 
at his best; taking time to develop a caustically perfect lively contempt 
for most elements of American averageness. 1122 But Green never distfn-
guishes between Fear and Loathing .!.!!. Las Vegas and "The Scum Also Rises 11 
or "The Temptations of Jean-Calude Killy." 
Although the literal devices of these works are relatively the 
same, and they all contain the "manic highly adrenal first-person style" 
that Tom Wolfe speaks of, the gonzo contained in each article is quite 
different. In 11The Temptations of Jean-Claude Kl l ly," gonzo is still 
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young--still stretching its wings. Thompson wasn't as personally involved 
with Jean-Claude Killy as he is with the American Dream. Because of this, 
the gonzo tends to be detached. It lacks the involvement of Fear and 
Loathing Las Vegas. 
By the ti me "The Scum Also Rises" appeared, gonzo was more a 
signature than a device. True, it was Thompson's signature, but the 
point of "The Scum Also Rises" was vindictiveness. The Hunter Thompson 
who wrote "The Scum Also Rises" was a very different person from the 
Hunter Thompson who wrote Fear and Loathing Vegas. 
No, it is in Fear and Loathing .!...!:i.. Las Vegas that gonzo reaches 
Its very pinnacle. As Thompson wrote this novel, he began to see himself 
as a writer rather than a reporter. Thompson said, "I'm not a reporter, 
I'm a writer. Nobody gives Norman Mailer this kind of shit. I've never 
tried to pose as a goddamn reporter. I don't defend what I do in the 
context of straight journalism, and if some people regard me as a reporter 
who's gone bad rather than a writer who's just doing his job--well, 
they're probably the same dingbats who think John Chancellor's an acid 
freak and Cronkite ls a white slaver. 1123 Obviously, then, if Thompson 
doesn't believe that he is a reporter he wouldn't see journalism as his 
strong suit. He feels that he is more suited to writing fiction and 
opinion than journalism. By the same token, then, fiction rather than 
journalism would be much more suited to his, the gonzo, style. 
Gonzo Is most often attacked by traditional journalists because 
It tends to stray away from the facts. Indeed, that is essentially what 
gonzo ts. So, naturally, the farther from the "facts" that gonzo strays 
while still retaining involvement with the subject matter, the purer the 
gonzo. And, as only follows, Fear and Loathing .!...!:i.. Las Vegas is most 
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pure because in it only the involvement remains. Both 11The Temptations 
of Jean-Claude Ki1 ly11 and "The Scum Also Rises 11 are journalistic pieces 
about factual events. Because of this they must balance Involvement with 
fact and for that reason they can't achieve the same level of purity. 
Finally, the last major development of Fear and Loathing .!.!l Las 
Vegas is that this novel is the spiritual forerunner of almost all the 
rest of Thompson's work. In Las Vegas, Fear and Loathing make their 
first real, starring appearance. Even though 11fear 11 and ''loathing" are 
mentioned in his earlier works, 24 they mean considerably less than the 
Fear and Loathing of Fear and Loathing .!.!l Las Vegas. It is in this 
novel that Thompson consciously pairs them for the first time. From 
this point on, Fear and Loathing have a very special significance for 
Thompson and his readers. 
Dr. Gonzo is the personification of Fear. He first experienced 
it at the Circus-Circus: 
1 1 hate to say ·this, 1 said my attorney as we sat down 
at the Merry-Go-Round Bar on the second balcony, 'but this 
place is getting to me. I think I'm getting the Fear.' 
1 Nonsense,' Isa id. 'We came out here to f Ind the 
American Dream, and now that we're right in the vortex you 
want to quit. 1 I grabbed his bicep and squeezed. 'You 
must realize,' I said 'that we've found the main nerve.• 25 1 1 he said. ' That's what gives me the Fear.' 
Thompson later explains what it Is that caused Dr. Gonzo to 
experience the Fear. "Like most Californians, he was shocked to actually 
see these people from the Outback. Here was the cop-cream from Middle 
America •.• and, Jesus they look and talked like a gang of drunken pig 
. farmers! 1126 
Dr. Gonzo was incredulous. He was a total foreigner to middle 
Amertca--to America's heartland. He said, 11 1 saw these bastards Jn 
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Easy Rider, but I didn't believe they were real. 1127 After all, he Is a 
Samoan attorney. What ancestry could be more incompatible with Clrcus-
Clrcus? Besides which, he is an attorney and used to doing battle in the 
courtroom where all disputes are settled civilly if not logically. The 
prospect of mingling with a gang of drunken pig farmers from Easy Rider 
contains more voltage than his system can handle. It is no that 
he feels the Fear. 
Raoul Duke, on the other hand, seems to be much more familiar 
with the middle Americans. He claims ·to know them, 28 and it is through 
this knowledge that he comes to personify Loathing. From the beginning 
he has nothing but 11a caustically lively contempt for all aspects of 
American averageness." He is a man who has been among these people for 
years and in so doing has come to despise them. 
In a sense Fear and Loathing become characters themselves. The 
tradition that Is begun In Las Vegas is carried on throughout the next 
five years. Fear and the Campaign Trail 1 72, "Fear and 
Loathing at the Watergate," and "Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail 
1 7611 a 11 contain the same persona, though not the same characters as 
Loathing..!!!_ Las Vegas. Thompson had finally created a perspec-
tive that he felt comfortable with. 
And, this perspective Is the perfect one for Thompson. It con-
tains all the elements of the outsider's view that he developed in Hell's 
Angels in the form of Dr. Gonzo--Mr. Fear. At the same time, it con-
tains the elements of primal knowledge, the 11 insiderness11 that Thompson 
developed at the Kentucky Derby In the form of Raoul Duke--Mr. Loathing. 
Thompson could now write as an insider-outsider. 
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The development of a dual perspective is probably the most impor-
tant stylistic development in Fear and Las Vegas. Thompson 
was no longer required to decide between ar. objective or subjective view-
point. For the first time, he could have them both. He had synthesized 
the Fear from "Strange Rumblings in Aztlan 11 and the Loathing from "The 
Battle of Aspen," and had come up with a viewpoint that contained all the 
strengths of those articles and none of the weaknesses. 
Although Thompson had proved he could write with authority 
before, the combination of the two viewpoints allowed him to speak with 
more authority than ever. Fear and Loathing Vegas added complete-
ness to Thompson's writing. He could no longer be written off as some 
sort of fringe weirdo babbling nonsense about Hippies and Mexicans. 
Finally, then, the dual perspective of Fear and Las 
Vegas allows Thompson to greatly increase the size of his audience. Not 
only did he speak to fellow outslders--foreigners to real American 
society--with authority and understanding, he was also able to speak 
with authority to a newer type of societal foreigner--the recently dis-
enchanted Middle American (the person Thompson became at the Kentucky 
Derby). These Loathers who, contrary to the Hell's Angels et al., had 
thought American was theirs were suddenly streaming away from the 
American Dream like refugees from a city under seige. Now, both these 
groups could relate to Thompson's work. 
Probably the quotation from Dr. Johnson at the beginning of the 
book says the most about Thompson's new vision of 
He who makes a beast of 
himself gets rid of the pain of 
being a man. 
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Thompson did not find the creation of this novel an especially painless 
affair. In fact, he feels a great deal of pain over what he discovered 
about Americans and the American Dream In Las Vegas. To Thompson, there 
was no longer any room for 11men 11 in America, and, therefore, to survive, 
It was necessary to become a beast. This novel is a kind of elegy to all 
the Ideals that he felt were particularly American. In the Playboy inter-
view with him, Thompson states that, "In the rotten fascist context of 
what was happening to America ••• being a freak was an honorable way 
to go. 1129 He saw the end of the sixties and the death of the psychedelic 
counter-culture as a terrible loss for the American Dream. He had 
believed that the American Dream contained at least a tacit acknowledge-
ment of a force--a guiding principle that would save us from ourselves. 
But in Las Vegas he discovered in the American Dream only greed and 
power and insanity--
Indeed. But what is sane? Especially here in 'our own 
country'--in this doomstruck era of Nixon. We are all wired 
into a survival trip now. No more of the speed that fueled 
the Sixties. Uppers are going out of style. This was the 
fatal flaw in Tim Leary's trip. He crashed around America 
selling 'consciousness expansion' without ever giving a 
thought to the grim mea t-hook realities that were lying in 
wait for all t he people who took him too seriously. After 
West Point and the Pr iesthood, LSD must have seemed entirely 
logical to him •.• but there is not much satisfaction in 
knowing that he blew it very badly for himself, because he 
took too many others down with him. 
Not that they didn't deserve it: No doubt they all Got 
What Was Coming To Them. All those pathetically eager acid 
freaks who thought they could buy Peace and Understanding 
for three bucks a hit. But their loss and failure is ours, 
too. What Leary took down with him was the. central illusion 
of a whole lifestyle that he helped to create •.• a genera-
tion of permanent cripples, failed seekers, who never under-
stood the essential old-mystic fallacy of the Acid Culture: 
The desperate assumption that somebody--or at least 
force--is tending that Light at the end of the tunnel. 
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In Hunter Thompson's America there ls no Light at the end of the 
tunnel. The tone of sadness in this passage is obvious. Thompson's 
America, the place he once believed in, had become cruel and heartless. 
Thompson saw America as a country that had become sick. He 
believed that for a person to thrive, or even exist, in America, that 
person must also be sick. The novel ends with a comment on the state of 
America and the American Dream. Thompson decides to join the other 
beasts and make the most of his new knowledge: "I took another big hit 
off the amyl, and by the time I got to the bar my heart was full of 
joy. felt like a monster reincarnation of Horatio Alger ••• a Man 
on the Move, and just sick enough to be totally confident. 1131 
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Chapter V 
FEAR AND LOATHING ON THE CAMPAIGN TRAIL 
Fear and Loathina: Campaign Trail '72 finally completes 
the cycle that began in Thompson's earliest works on the hippies, the 
non-student left, and the Hell's Angels. In this book, Thompson finally 
indicts the entire American nation. His viewpoint changed from that of 
a typical American baffled by the injustices he discovered to that of an 
anti-American sickened by his country's moral decay. 
It was on the campaign trail that the final stages in Thompson's 
development occurred. There he found none of the idealism that he had 
hoped was present in the American system. McGovern's massive defeat at 
the polls convinced Thompson that Richard Nixon was sadly representative 
of the American people. And, if that was the case, Thompson knew that 
he didn't want to be an American. 
Generally speaking, the book was well received, but Thompson did 
have his usual trouble with journalistic critics. Wayne Booth, in his 
review, "Loathing and Ignorance on the Campaign Trail: 1972, 11 for the 
Columb ia Journalism Review, and Loathln9_: Campaign 
Trail '.zl.seriouslyto task. He calls the book a "failure, 111 states that 
It is basically Incoherent, and that the reality of the book is deliber-
ately biased. Specifically, Booth states that Thompson's book falls the 
four quest ions ''that we ought to be able to put to any serious journa-
l . t .. 2 IS • These questions are: 
his treatment of causes? 
"l . How clear .IE_ his account, especially 
2. How does he know what he says? ••• 
47 
3. Does he provide a plausible or persuasive answer to the question, 
1 How did ..U.. happen that Richard Nixon was elected in 19721 1 • 4. 
Does he provide a plausible answer to the question, 1 How ..U.. on the 
campaign trail in 19727 1113 Booth grades the book F, F, F, and B-, 
respectively, on these questions. 
Booth does admit, however, that Fear and Loathing: On the Cam-
Trail '71. is essentially an answer to the single question, "How 
was it on the campaign trail in 1972111 and that Thompson's relative 
success with that question might compensate for his dismal failure with 
t he other three. But, he says, Fear and Loathing: 
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Trail '71. is also a failure on that score· because it is a "self-contra-
dictory, self-indulgent and confusing book. 114 Booth believes that 11What 
a reporter O\.Yes us ts not a compounding of confusions, of which we 
always have more than enough, but a serious effort, however limited, to 
discern pat t erns. 115 
True enough, .!f one is talking about 11 reporters. 11 Thompson has, 
more than frequently, renounced the title 11 reporter. 11 His distaste for 
journal ism ls almost legendary. and Loathing_!.!!. Las Vegas, 
Thompson states, "Agnew was right. The press is a gang of cruel faggots. 
Journalism is not a profession or a trade. It is a cheap catch-all for 
fuckoffs and mlsfits--a false doorway on the backside of life, a filthy 
piss-ridden little hole nailed off by the building Inspector, but just 
deep enough for a wino to curl up from the sidewalk and masturbate like 
a chimp in a zoo cage. 116 Once again, Thompson was acting as a writer 
and being judged as a reporter. Thus, it would seem that Professor Booth 
had missed the point when he criticized Thompson's book. 
Booth also found it baffling that Fear and Loathing: On the 
Campaign Trall 'll_"should be hailed by other journalists as 'the 
country's greatest political reporting,' as 'the best stuff on the 
campaign I've read anywhere,' and as 1 that best book about the campaign•. 117 
Booth even had the temerity to state flatly that 11 1 f Thompson enters 
future histories, it will be as an example of intellectual declineand 
tu 11. ••8 
One has to wonder what Professor Booth was thinking about when 
he began his review of Fear and Loath i no: On the Campaign Tra i 1 1 72. 
The way he tears the book apart is intimidating and then humorous. It 
was very much like sending a theater critic to a football game and 
having him complain that as a drama the game was a dismal failure which 
employed none of the traditional theatrical devices. It possible to 
review Fear and Loathing: Campaign Trai 1 172 as traditional 
journalsim, but it is also ludicrous. What is really needed to discern 
the success or failure of Fear and Loathing: On the Campaign Trail 1 72 
is an entirely different set of questions. 
The questions that are more to the point about this work are: 
Does it succeed as an example of Pure Gonzo? How well does Thompson 
protray the reality of the campaign trail? How do Fear and Loathing 
figure In this work? Are Fear and Loathing effective on the campaign 
trail? Given his original audience, are his conclusions about America 
and its political system valid? And finally, are Thompson's conclusions 
valid for Americans In general? 
First, then, Fear and Loathing: Campaign Trail '72 doesn't 
really succeed as an example of Pure Gonzo. Thompson doesn't have the 
same advantages of the campaign trail as he had in Las Vegas, because on 
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the campaign trail Thomspon tries to chronicle actual events. At times, 
he finds it necessary to temper what he calls his 11wild bursts of madness 
and f i 11 gree11.9 wl th hard facts, and these facts tend to destroy the flow 
of a Pure Gonzo work. Thompson even states that he is reluctant to re-
peat the madness that was necessary for the creation of Fear and Loathing 
Vegas: 
I have a bad tendency to rush off on mad tangents and pursue 
them for fifty or sixty pages that get so out of control that I 
end up burning them, for my own good. One of the few exceptions 
to this rule occurred very recently, when I slipped up and let 
two hundred pages go into print •.• which caused me a lot of 
trouble with the tax man, among others, and it taught me a 
lesson I hope I '11 never forget. 
Live steudy. Don't fuck around. Give anything weird a 
wide birth--includlng people. It's not worth it. 10 1 learned this the hard through brutal overindulgence. 
What Thompson is telling the reader here is that he should not expect this 
book to be a repeat of Fear and Loathing.!.!! Las Vegas. It would still be 
gonzo, but because of the seriousness of the subject matter, he must 
attack this assignment with true gonzo "Objectivity. 1111 
What Fear and Loathing: Campaign Tral 1 '72, Is, Is not 
Pure Gonzo but an extended example of gonzo journalism. It Is still a 
form of but it is steeped In reality. Thompson controls the 
coverage on the campaign trail but not the events--unlike Fear and Loath-
Vegas in which he controlled both. In fact, there are times 
when the reality of the campaign trail becomes so intense that gonzo is 
inappropriate. While writing about the Democratic convention itself, 
Thomspon said that 11What happened In Miami was far too serious for the 
kind of random indulgence that Gonzo Journalism needs. 1112 Thompson felt 
the need to present an accurate picture of the campaign trail, and if 
that meant occass ionally abandoning the gonzo mode, so be it. 
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The reality of the campaign trail as presented in this book ts 
absurd. Thompson's ability to spot the humorous, even In desperate sit-
uations, comes through magnificiently here. And it's probably that 
humorous touch that gives Fear and loathing: On the Trail '71:_ 
its strongest dose of realism. When Thompson writes about Walker Cronkite's 
white slavery racket, or Edmund Muskie's penchant for lbogalne, he knows 
he's not reporting facts. What doing Is recreating the same kind 
of vicious silly speculation that was found everywhere on the campaign 
trail. When Thompson writes about the maneuvering that was done on the 
convention floor in Miami, he doesn't describe it omnipotently; he takes 
the reader through the same confusing maze of parliamentary moves that 
every member of the delegations Involved went through. Thompson doesn't 
describe the overall reality of the campaign, instead he shows small, 
sometimes disconnected portions of it--portions Illustrative of what 
ordinary participants in the campaign had to deal with daily. 
Professor Booth criticizes Thompson for writing a "self-contra-
dictory, self-indulgent and confusing book1113 about an absurd campaign. 
Booth prefers Theadore White's orderly overview, The Making of the 
President 1972. He contends that White presents the reality of the 
campaign more clearly and, therefore, more accurately. But, if the 
campaign was actually confused and absurd, isn't a book that reflects 
that confusion and absurdity an accurate presentation of the · campaign's 
reality? Fear and loathing: Campaign Trail 172 leaves the 
reader feeling frustrated and depressed. But, these are precisely the 
feelings that Thompson wanted to elicit because those were the feelings 
he felt himself. In that sense--the gonzo sense--he actually does por-
tray the campaign trail fairly accurately, despite what Professor Booth 
says. 
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The next question to be asked about any Fear and Loathing work by 
Hunter Thompson is, how do Fear and Loathing figure in this work? Thompson 
almost Immediately tries to create the same insider/outsider credibility 
that he established In Las Vegas. This time he sees the press as the 
outsiders, the Fearers. They know about campaigns and politics, but they 
only know about the surface of it. Thompson stated that, "there is no 
way for even the best and most talented journalist to know what is really 
going on inside a political campaign unless he has been there himself. 1114 
On the other hand, the insiders, the Loathers, are the politicians 
themselves. They know exactly how the system works and they are not 
particularly proud of it. Thompson even hints that politicians find It 
degrading to run for office. He says that, "McGovern is doomed because 
everyone who knows him has so much respect for the man that they can't 
bring themselves to degrade the poor bastard by making him run for 
President. 1115 
Having described the outside limits of the Fear and Loathing 
perspective, Thompson describes the antagonism between them: 
One of the main marks of success in a career politician Is 
a rooty distrust of The Press--and this cynicism is usually 
reciprocated, In spades, by most reporters who have covered 
enough campaigns to command a fat job like chronicling the 
Big Apple. Fifty years ago H. L. Mencken laid down the 
dictum that 'The only way a reporter should look at a 
politician is down. 1 
This notion-IS still a very strong factor in the relation-
ship between politicians and the big-time press •.• the 
prevailing attitude among journalists with enough status to 
\vork Presidential Campaigns is that all politicians are 
congenital thieves and liars. 
This is usually true. Or at least as valid as the 
consensus among politicians that The Press is a 
gang of swine. 
Thompson finishes this section with the comment, "having been on both 
sides of that ugly fence in my time, I tend to agree. 1117 
As opposed to Fear and Loathing In Las Vegas, in which Fear and 
Loathing were in relative harmony, on the campaign trail they are In 
conflict. By establishing his perspective this way, Thompson broadens 
his base of credibility, which is, after all, the underlying reason for 
the Fear and Loathing perspective. On the campaign trail, Thompson, 
perhaps alone, has the ability to see things as a journalist and as a 
politician. And, the basic distrust between the two viewpoints would 
seem to have the effect of allowing him to see through the lies and 
treachery of both groups. 
Having established how Fear and Loathing figure in this work, 
the question remains whether or not they are effective on the campaign · 
trail. New Times magazine tells how, in the early days of the campaign 
before anyone in the Washington Press Corps had ever heard of Rolling 
Stone much less Hunter Thompson, "Thompson grabbed his interviews where 
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he could, ••. absorbed what was going on around him, and left the rest 
to his imagination. The result was the most insightful reporting of the 
entire camapign • . Then, during one swing through Wisconsin, George 
McGovern spotted Hunter in a crowd of other reporters and called out to 
him that he had read his last piece, and that it was 'brilliant.' That 
did it. Sudden t y Hunter was one of the boys. It was reporting ti ke 
Thompson's that prompted Dan Rather to 'wonder where I've been as a 
journal ist. 11118 Thompson's work was credible to both the politicians 
and the reporters--the two toughest groups to please on the campaign 
trait. In fact, the only thing that possibly detracted from his credi-
bility was his unmitigated hatred of "the system. 11 But, given his 
original audience, even this hatred tended to strengthen his credibility. 
--
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This book was written as a series of articles for Rolling Stone 
magazine, and the audience for Rolling Stone in 1972 was still mainly 
counter-culture types-- 11 system loathers" as Professor Booth would say. 
In January of 1972, Thompson described his audience by quoting from an 
article in the L. A. Times by D. J. R. Bruckner that stated, 11 1n the 
light of what is doing, you might well expect young blacks to 
lose hope in the power elites, but this is something different--a cold 
personal indifference, a separation of man from man. What you hear and 
see is not rage, but Injury, a withering of expectations. 1119 Thompson's 
comment on this article is that, "Bruckner's article was focused on the 
mood of Young Blacks, but unless you were reading very closely, the 
distinction was easy to miss. Because the mood among Young Whites is 
not different. 1120 These people (the audience of Rolling Stone) had 
been disenfranshised, brutally, at the Democratic Convention in Chicago 
in 1968. To be honest, Professor Booth was right. These 
system loathers. To them, the system was responsible for the war In 
Viet Nam, racism In America, and the corruption of the American Dream and 
everything they had believed it stood for. They wanted to hear the worst 
about the political system and Hunter Thompson was one of the few politi-
cal reporters whose word they trusted. 
Fear and Loathing were effective on the campaign trail, but an 
even more important question has yet to be answered. Were Thompson's 
conclusions about the state of America valid for his original audience? 
Possibly the best way to Illustrate Thompson's conclusioss is to show 
the change that occurred In him during that year on the campaign trail. 
Thompson's change of perspective from January of 1972 through December 
of that same year reflects his gradual "coming into 1 ine" with the true 
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system-loather philosophy. Many young people at that time believed that 
there was no place for them in America, and by the end of the campaign 
Thompson agreed. 
Initially, though, Thompson believed that lowering the voting age 
21 to eighteen would create a "massive youth vote" that would give the 
system loathers great political power. In February he stated that: 
Ron Dellums, the black Congressman from Berkeley, called 
it 'the Nigger vote.' But he wasn't talking about skin 
pigment. 
1 It's time for somebody to lead all of America's Niggers,' 
he said at the Capitol Hill press conference when Shirley 
Chisholm announced she was running for President. 'And by 
this I mean the Young, the Black, the Brown, the Women, the 
Poor--all the people who feel left out of the political 
process. If we can put the Nigger Vote together, we can 
bring about some real change In this country.' 
Dellums is probably the only elected official in America 
who feels politically free enough to stare at the cameras 
and make a straight-faced pitch to the 'Nigger Vote.' But 
he is also enough of a politician to know It's out there 
. • . maybe not in the Exeter Inn, but the hi 11 s north and 
west of Manchester are teeming with Niggers. They didn't 
turn out for the speech-making, and they probably won't 
vote in the they are there, and there are a 
hell of a lot of them. 
Thompson's main fear was that those people, those "Niggers" weren't going 
to turn out at all. Early in February, Thompson had ranted and raved 
about those people in the counter-culture who had become apolitical. On 
his way to cover the New Hampshire primary, Thompson picked up a hitch-
hiker who reflected the apathy that he hated and feared so thoroughly : 
The girl riding with me tonight is looking for an old boy-
friend who moved out of Boston and is now living, she says, In 
a chicken coop in a sort of informal commune near Greenville, 
N.H. It is five or six degrees above zero outside and she 
doesn't even have a blanket, much less a sleeping bag, but 
this doesn't worry her. 'I guess it sounds crazy,' she ex-
plains. 'We don't even sleep together. He's just a friend. 
But I'm happy when I'm with him because he makes me like 
myself.' 
Jesus, I thought. We've raised a generation of stone 
desperate cripples. She is twenty-two, a journalism grad 
from Boston University, and now--six months out of college--
she tal ks so lonely and confused that she is eagerly looking 
forward to spend i ng a few nights in a frozen chicken coop 
wit h some poor bastard who doesn't even know she's coming. 
The importance of Liking Yourself is a notion that fell 
heavily out of favor during the coptic, anti-ego frenzy of 
the Acid Era--but nobody guessed, back then, that the experi-
ment might churn up this kind of hangover: A whole subculture 
of frightened illiterates with no faith In anything. 
The girl was not inte rested in whatever reasons I might 
have for going up to Manchester to spend a few days with the 
McGovern Campaign. She had no plans to vote in 
for President or anything else. 
She tried to be polite, but it was obvious after two or 
three minutes of noise that she didn't know what the fuck I 
was talking about, and cared less. It was boring; just 
another queer hustle in a world full of bummers that will 
swarm you every time if you don't keep rr.oving. 
Like her ex-boyfriend. At first he was only stoned all 
the ti me, but now he was shooting smack and acting very 
crazy. He would call and say he was on his way over, then 
not show up for three days--and then he'd be out of his 
head, screaming at her, not making any sense. 
It was too much, she said. She loved him, but he seemed 
to be drifitng away. We stopped at a donut shop in Marlboro 
and I saw she was crying, which made me feel like a monster 
because I 1 d been saying some fai3ly hard things about 'junkies' 
and 'loonies' and 1 doomfreaks. 1 
But from this point on, Thompson began to realize that there weren't as 
many 11Niggers 11 as he had believed. At least the power of 11 the massive 
youth vote11 grew smaller and smal Jer in his mind. And, in fact, the 
realities of the campaign trail turned Thompson into just one of those 
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creatures, those 11doomfreaks11 that he had been so hard on earlier. After 
the Nixon landslide, Thompson wrote that, "This may be the year when we 
finally come face to face with ourselves; finally just lay back and say 
it--that we are really just a nation of 220 million used car salesman 
with all the money we need to buy guns, and no qualms about killing any-
24 body else In the world who tries to make us uncomfortable." 
57 
Thompson had given up. He saw the inauguration of Richard Nixon 
as one of the great bummers of the twentieth century. Thompson believed, 
like the "doomfreaks, 11 that there was no room left In America for Hunter 
Thompson or the readers of Rolling Stone. 
So, his conclusions about the election were valid as they per-
tained to the readers of Rolling Stone. But, were his conclusions about 
the election valid for America generally? Great huge chunks of the 
American populace had, by voting for Nixon, sided with the war in Viet 
Nam, racism, etc. As Thompson saw it, "Nixon himself .•• represents 
that dnrk, venal, and Incurably violent side of the American character 
almost every other country in the world has learned to fear and despise. 
Our Barbie doll President with his Barbie doll wife and his box-full of 
Barbie doll children is also America's answer to the monstrous Mr. Hyde. 
He speaks for the Werewolf in us; the bully, the predatory shyster who 
turns into unspeakable, full of claws and bleeding string-
warts, on nights when the moon comes too close. 1125 
Naturally, the American people in 1972 wouldn't have seen much 
truth In these statements. But, given the events that were to follow 
soon after the election, Thompson wasn't really too far from wrong. The 
coverage of the Watergate scandal and the subsequent coverage in the 
media of the Nixon White House eventually began to echo even Thompson's 
most vitriolic statements about the President. Nixon was seen as a 
gangster, a liar, even a power-mad dictator. So, it would seem that 
Thompson's instincts about the President had been fairly accurate. He 
knew from the beginning that there was something absolutely horrible 
about Richard Nixon. And eventually, the national press, especially the 
Washington Post, proved him correct. 
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In that sense, Thompson's conclusions about the American politi-
cal system and the election of 1972 had been valid for alt Americans, 
not just for the system loathers who read Rolling Stone. And, the fact 
that Thompson had been proven right on that score tended to shed new 
credibility on his speculations about the American character in general. 
Fear and Loathing: Q.!!_ the Campaign Trail '72 by gonzo standards 
was a success. It was definitely gonzo. It presented an accurate 
picture of the campaign trail. Thanks to the Fear and Loathing per-
spective, it was believable. Its conclusions seem valid. And finally, 
it made politics, which can be drearily mundane to read about, enter-
taining. 
Thompson, by comparison, didn't fare as well. His stay on the 
campaign trail had alienated him. His arch-enemy had been re-elected 
President. His country had re-asserted its amorality. All hope for 
America seemed to have vanished. After the election, he wrote, 11The 
tragedy of all this is that George McGovern, for all his mistakes and 
all his Imprecise talk about 'new politics• and 'honesty in government,• 
is one of the few men who've run for President of the United States in 
this century who really understands what a fantastic monument to all the 
best instincts of the human race this country might have been, if we 
could have kept it out of the hands of greedy little hustlers like 
Richard Nixon. 1126 
America could have been a monument to the human race, and now all 
seemed lost. But Thompson wouldn't have long to wait before the Water-
gate scandal began to build. There was going to be a witch-hunt at the 
White House. America was going to purge the gangsters from its govern-
ment. This was one spectacle that Thompson couldn't miss. 
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Chapter VI 
THE DEATH OF OPTIMISM AND THOMPSON'S 
ENDORSEMENT OF JIMMY CARTER 
In the last years of his career, Thompson's main concerns were 
the Watergate scandal and the demise of Richard Nixon. In fact, between 
February of 1973 and October of 1974 he wrote six articles for Rolling 
Stone, f .ive of which concerned Richard Nixon. It was during this Water-
gate cycle that the final developments in Thompson's career became 
evident. Previous to this, Thompson had always been on the attack. 
Righteous anger had become as much a part of his style as gonzo or 
Fear and Loathing had. As soon as he identified villains, he attacked 
them. He gave no quarter. But, after July of 1974, a strange change 
occurred in Hunter Thompson. A brief synopsis of the articles in the 
Watergate cycle will serve to illustrate Thompson's metal'TX)rphosis. 
The first article to appear after Fear and Loathing: On the 
Campaign Trail 'Jl..was "Time Warp: Campaign '72--Where Do We Go From 
Here?" This article was little more than excerpts from Fear and Loath-
Ing: Q!!_ the Trail 172. It seemed to serve the purpose of 
familiarizing any new Rolling Stone readers with Thompson's position on 
American politics in general and his analysis of why McGovern lost so 
heavily in the '72 election. 
After "Time Warp, 11 came "Memo From the Sports Desk & Rude Notes 
From A Decompression Chamber In Miami" which was Thompson's first piece 
about the Watergate scandal. In this short article, Thompson decries 
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the injustice done to him because his name had not been included on the 
official 11 Enemies of the White House 11 l !st. He claims that he was, "the 
only accredited journalist covering the 1972 Presidential campaign to 
compare Nixon with Adolph Hitler, 111 a fact that Thompson took great pride 
in. He concludes by stating that, "the nut of my complaint here--in 
addition to being left off the list--is rooted in a powerful resentment 
at not being recognized ••• for the Insults I heaped on Nixon before 
he was laid low. This is a matter of journalistic ethics--or even 
perhaps 'sportsmanship'--and I take a certain pride in knowing that 
kicked Nixon before he went down. Not afterward--though I plan to do 
that, too, as soon as possible. 112 Thompson was claiming the recognition 
due to him for having spotted Nixon as a crook from the beginning and 
having the termerlty to say so in print. 
Eight weeks after "Memo From the Sports Desk" appeared, Rolling 
Stone published "Fear and Loathing at the Watergate: Mr. Nixon Has 
Cashed His Check." Thompson had gone to Washington to cover the Water-
gate hearings and there he found himself In a unique position. Much to 
both his dismay and delight, he found that there was little need for a 
gonzo journalist there. He stated that, "There was not a hell of a lot 
of room for a Gonzo journalist to operate in that high tuned atmosphere. 
For the first time in memory, the Washington press corps was working 
very close to its awesome but usually dormant potentiat. 113 It is obvious 
why this dismayed Thompson. But, he must have been delighted that the 
establishment media was finally doing its job. 
In this article, some of Thompson's moral outrage still showed 
through. In an excerpt from a conversation between John Ehrlichman and 
Herbert Kalmbach, Thompson illustrated the morality of the White House 
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that he found so disgusting. In the conversation, Ehrlichman and Kalmbach 
discuss what lies and half-truths to tell the Watergate investigators 
(who should be lmpl teated and how much), which was despicable in Itself .-
But, It also seems that Ehrlichman was taping this converstaion without 
Kalmbach 1 s knowledge and was planning to use It in his own defense de-
spite the fact that it would virtually convict Kalmbach of perjuring 
himself under oath. Thompson felt that this deceit and lack of loyalty 
was typical of the Nixon White House. 
The article itself is standard gonzo. It begins with a quota-
tion from George McGovern stating that the Watergate scandal would 
probably do fo r political reform than his having been elected 
presi dent ever would have. It then switches to pure gonzo fantasy, and 
finally it tells of Thompson's impressions of the atmosphere at the 
hearings and around Washington. Basically the article is a Watergate 
primer for the readers of Rolling Stone. 
After a ten month silence, Thompson wrote his next Watergate 
piece, ''Fear and Loathing In Washington: It Was A Nice Place. They 
Were Principled People, Generally.'' This article was a report on the 
state of the Watergate criminals and Thompson's speculations about the 
future of the tapes Mr. Nixon had made of the conversations In his Oval 
Office and elsewhere. At this point, Thompson firmly believed that 
Nixon would go to trial for his crimes. 
Thompson closes this article with a couple of paragraphs that 
illustrate that he realized more was at stake than just the future of 
Richard Nixon: 
He [Nixon] will be grouped, along with presidents llke 
Grant and Harding, as a corrupt and incompetent mockery of 
the American Dream he praised so long and loud in all his 
speeches .•• not just as a 'crook', but so crooked that he 
required the help of a personal valet to screw his pants on 
every morning. 
By the time Richard Milhous Nixon goes on trial in the 
Senate, the only reason for trying him will be to understand 
how he ever became president of the United States at all 
•.. and the real defendant, at that point, will be the 
American Political System. 
The trial of Richard Nixon, if it will amount 
to a de facto trial of . the Ame.rican Dream. 
Thompson had finally gotten to the nut of the Watergate problem. 
"Fear and Loathing .fn Limbo: The Scum Also Rises" is the last 
article in Thompson's Watergate cycle. Although the article is mainly 
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the story of Richard Nixon's resignation, Thompson found out just before 
his deadline, that Ford had pardoned Nixon before the legal process had 
fully played itself out. Naturally, this created the kind of deadline 
crisis that Thompson was famous for. But this Thompson was not 
fully up to the task. Rather than rewrite the entire article, he merely 
altered the beginning and the end to reflect the pardon. The greater 
portion of the article remained the story of Nixon's resignation. 
One of the most notable aspects of "Scum" and of Thompson's 
state of mind at that point Is the almost total lack of violent indigna-
tion at Nixon's pardon. To Thompson, the Watergate scandal was more than 
just the demise of Richard Nixon. Describing the atmosphere in Washington 
after Nixon's resignation, Thompson states: 
There is a wierd, unsettled, painfully incomplete quality about 
the whole thing. All over Washington tonight is the stench of 
a massive psychic battle that nobody really won. Richard Nixon 
has been broken, whipped and castrated all at once, but even for 
me there Is no real crank or elation in having been a front-row 
spectator at the final scenes, the Deathwatch, the first time 
in histo ry that a president has been chased out of the White 
House and cast in the ditch with all the other geeks and 
common 
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The office of the Presidency went down into the muck with Richard Nixon 
and this fact affected Thompson deeply. It seems, despite his hatred of 
the American political system, that Thompson did have respect for the 
institution of the Presidency. 
Naturally enough, Thompson saw Nixon's resignation and subsequent 
pardon as a conspiracy between Nixon and Ford. He carefully explained 
why Nixon resigned instead of fighting to the bitter end. Thompson 
claims that Nixon realized that he was lost, and explains that, if con-
victed of the felonies he was charged with, Nixon would have realized a 
pension of only $15,000 per year. On the other hand, Nixon's resignation 
assured him of $400,000 per year for the rest of his life. As Thompson 
saw it, Nixon's resignation was simply a matter of arithmetic. Thompson 
also contended that when Nixon picked ford as Vice-President the two of 
them agreed that as part of the bargain Ford would pardon Nixon. Thompson 
even speculated that Nixon had taped that conversation, and thus had Ford 
over a barre 1. 
But, even though the traditional Thompson paranoia was evident in 
this article, the overriding tone was one of resignation--something rather 
foreign to Thompson's previous work. He seemed to have given up. He 
realized that Nixon wasn't unique among Americans. On the contrary, he 
stated that, "What I had in mind, I think, was the idea that Nixon really 
was 'one of us'--not in Conrad's sense of that term, or my own, but as an 
almost perfect expression of 'the American way of life. 1116 This senti-
ment echoes the feelings Thompson had begun to formulate in Fear and 
Loathing _!_!!_Las Vegas. And, there in Washington, he came face-to-face 
with his feelings. 
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But, probably the most important development of Thompson's Water-
gate cycle in his loss of interest in politics. He stated that: 
After 18 months of total involvement in the struggle to get 
rid of Nixon .•• Gerald Ford could do just about anything 
he felt like doing, as long as he left me alone. My interest 
in national politics withered drastically within hours after 
Nixon resigned. 
After five and a half years of watching a gang of fascist 
thugs treating the White House and the whole machinery of the 
federal government like a conquered empire to be used like the 
spoils of war for any purpose that served either the needs or 
the whims of the victors, the prospect of some harmless, half-
bright jock 1 ike Jerry Ford running a cautious, caretaker-
style government for two or even six years was almost a welcome 
relief •••• 
After more than ten years of civil war with the White House 
and all the swine who either lived or worked there, I was ready 
to give the benefit of the doubt to almost any president who 
acted half human and had enough se9se not to walk around in 
public wearing a swastika armband. 
Thompson was no longer morally outraged. By this time he had 
passed that state. In the course of the Watergate cycle, and to a 
greater extent, from the moment that Thompson realized that Nixon would 
be re-elected, Thompson's outrage had turned to chastisement. He held 
Richard Nixon up in print as the shameful product of the American Dream. 
His position was strictly a moral one. Thompson didn't believe 
politicians were corrupt. But he was overwhelmed that in America such a 
blatantly corrupt and odious creature as Richard Nixon \'1ould be chosen 
as president even once, let alone re-elected. 
Thompson fought the battle of the Sixties out to the bitter end--
and it was a bitter end. He had avenged, at least in part, the brutal 
disenfranchisement of the counter-culture. But he was tired. Gonzo was 
worn out. It wasn't just the end of the Watergate cycle for Thompson, it 
was the end of an era. The Sixties and the counter-culture could finally 
rest in peace. By the end of 1974, Hunter Thompson had fought his last 
battle. 
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In light of that, Thompson's lack of interest in the 1976 presi-
dential campaign was understandable. It was the logical outcome of his 
entire career. He knew that there were really no really divisive issues 
in that campaign, that it was mainly a political "'technicians• trip, 
run by and for politlcians. 118 He saw that the American political system 
had closed itself to outsiders and if that was the case, he wasn't 
interested. Also, by 1976, the counter-culture was so splintered that 
it was virtually non-existent. He really had no specific audience for 
which to write. 
In "Fear and Loathing on the Campaign Trail '76," Thompson en-
dorsed Jimmy Carter. But he did so solely because he believed that 
Carter was a decent man. He wanted to say nothing harmful about Carter 
because, "In a world as weird and cruel as this one we have made for 
ourselves, I figure anybody who can find peace and personal happiness 
without ripping off somebody else deserves to be left alone. 119 
Thompson's final advice to his readers was a kind of warning. 
He quoted Adlai Stevenson who, he said, "once lashed it all together in 
one small and perfect capsule when he said 1 ••• in a democracy, people 
10 usually get the kind of government they deserve. 111 
Thompson didn't say goodbye to his readers. He merely slipped 
from the scene In much the same way the counter-culture had. His kind 
of right/wrong morality had been supplanted by the technicians• shadings 
of right and wrong. But, he's still out there, hunkered down in his 
fortress in the Rockies, l lcking his wounds. Al 1 it would take is the 
emergence of a new Richard Nixon (or, God forbid, the re-emergence of the 
old Richard Nixon) and, one hopes, Thompson would be right back in the 
thick of things defending our inalienable right to be different. 
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